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RESEARCH FUNDING 
C. L e s l i e  McCombs 
Head, Department of Hor t i cu l tu re  
Vi rg in ia  Polytechnic  I n s t i t u t e  and S t a t e  Univers i ty  
Blacksburg, Vi rg in ia  24061 
The purpose of t h i s  paper is t o  review the  pas t  t r ends  i n  funding 
a g r i c u l t u r a l  research and focus on t h e  cu r ren t  s i t u a t i o n  and o f f e r  
suggest ions  f o r  ways t h a t  we might he lp  ourselves  i n  t h e  funding c r i s i s  
t h a t  seemingly g e t s  worse each year .  
A l l  of you a r e  we l l  aware t h a t  the re  has  been a s h i f t  from a ru ra l -  
farm o r i e n t a t i o n  t o  an urban o r i e n t a t i o n  and t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s ince  
1950 t h e r e  has  been a s h i f t  of pub l i c  concern and support away from 
a g r i c u l t u r e  t o  o the r  s o c i e t a l  problems. Perhaps t h e  successes achieved 
by t h e  land g ran t  co l l eges ,  experiment s t a t i o n s  and t h e  United S t a t e s  
Department of Agr icu l tu re  have been our undoing. The high p roduc t iv i ty  
pe r  man hour i n  a g r i c u l t u r e  a s  compared t o  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i e s  and the  low 
c o s t  and boun t i fu l  supply of h igh q u a l i t y  food is  taken f o r  granted by 
t h e  major i ty  of our  soc ie ty .  This a t t i t u d e  is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  damaging t o  
research funding a t  a time when the re  is  a p le thora  of wel l - in tent ioned 
programs competing f o r  appropr ia ted d o l l a r s  during t h i s  period of 
i n f l a t i o n  when t h e  purchasing power of the  d o l l a r s  t h a t  we do have de- 
c reases  every year .  
Actual ly  t o t a l  f e d e r a l  and non-federal funds f o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  re- 
search has  increased a t  an  average annual r a t e  of 8 .7  percent s i n c e  1955. 
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  r i s i n g  i n f l a t i o n  a f f e c t i n g  our cos t s  of supp l i e s  and 
equipment we have faced s p i r a l i n g  c o s t s  i n  s a l a r i e s ,  matching funds f o r  
f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s  and now d r a s t i c  inc reases  i n  t h e  Soc ia l  Secur i ty  t ax .  
Earmarking funds f o r  research on c e r t a i n  commodities has reduced t h e  
admin i s t r a to r s  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  s h i f t i n g  funds t o  meet changing p r i o r i t i e s .  
The o t h e r  s i d e  of t h e  coin, however, which has  l e d  t o  our discourage- 
ment a s  s c i e n t i s t s  and admin i s t r a to r s  i n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  research is  t h e  
r ap id  inc reases  i n  support  f o r  o t h e r  a reas  of sc ience accompanied by a 
d r a s t i c  dec l ine  i n  t h e  proport ion of t h e  t o t a l  research funds going i n t o  
a g r i c u l t u r e .  It i s  no t  t h a t  we ob jec t  t o  t h e  development of o t h e r  a reas  
of s c i e n t i f i c  endeavor bu t  t h a t  a t  t h i s  time of diminishing values  of t h e  
d o l l a r  we have a r e a l  need t o  sha re  i n  t h i s  s e v e r a l  fo ld  increase .  Our 
p resen t  f e e l i n g s  a r e  t h a t  we a r e  excluded from meaningful inc reases .  The 
Executive budget r ecen t ly  submitted t o  Congress demonstrates t h e  po in t .  
Even a t  a time when i t  appears t h a t  food w i l l  be  i n  s h o r t  supply world 
wide and t h a t  fo re ign  s a l e s  of a g r i c u l t u r a l  commodities a r e  one of t h e  
main means of eas ing  the  balance of payments s i t u a t i o n  we s t i l l  cannot 
generate  enthusiasm f o r  a g r i c u l t u r e  research.  
Where have we f a i l e d  and what a l t e r n a t i v e s  do we have? It is  obvious 
t h a t  a g r i c u l t u r a l  research s c i e n t i s t s  and a g r i c u l t u r e  producers have 
been about t h e i r  main business  t o  the  exclusion and even d i sda in  of 
engaging i n  pub l i c  r e l a t i o n s  and being a c t i v e  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  process .  
We simply must in f luence  t h e  th inking and a t t i t u d e s  of t h e  general  publ ic .  
We have not  go t t en  t h e  po in t  across  t h a t '  research f o r  t h e  continued high 
product ion of food crops a t  economical p r i ces  under changing condi t ions  
must be  a continuous process.  Our spokesmen have been a c t i v e  on our  be- 
h a l f  f o r  s e v e r a l  years  but i t  should be  a concern of each of us. Seek 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  p r e s e n t  your  message t o  l o c a l  c i v i c  groups.  Do n o t  
ove r look  youth  groups a s  t hey  a r e  tomorrow's v o t e r s .  Even members of  ou r  
commodity groups shou ld  b e  reminded of  t h e  need f o r  r e s ea r ch .  They need 
u rg ing  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  concerns  t o  t h e  cong re s s iona l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  
You r e s e a r c h e r s  have done a n  e x c e l l e n t  job  i n  c a l l i n g  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  
s p e c i a l  problems i n  p i n e  v o l e  c o n t r o l  and t h e  e x t e n s i v e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of  
which t h e  roden t  is  capab l e .  The a p p l e  e a t i n g  p u b l i c  i n  g e n e r a l  is  
i g n o r a n t  of  t h i s  a s  w e l l  as o t h e r  p roduc t i on  problems. Thus educa t i ng  
and i n f l u e n c i n g  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  of  t h e  g e n e r a l  p u b l i c  s t i l l  remains.  To 
summarize t h i s  s e c t i o n  - g e t  involved  and i nvo lve  your growers i n  educa- 
t i o n  and t h e  p o l i t i c a l  p roce s s  a t  a l l  l e v e l s .  
On t h e  g e n e r a t i o n  of funds  l e t  u s  t a k e  a  look  a t  p r o j e c t  p r e p a r a t i o n .  
At t h e  working s c i e n t i s t s '  l e v e l  i t  is  unde r s t andab l e  t h a t  much a t t e n t i o n  
is  g iven  t o  s t a t i n g  o b j e c t i v e s  c l e a r l y  and g i v i n g  d e t a i l s  of  t h e  method- 
o logy  t o  b e  employed i n c l u d i n g  s t a t i s t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of  t h e  d a t a .  Not 
enough emphasis  is  g iven  t o  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t o  b e  de r i ved  from t h e  r e s e a r c h  
o r  any d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  p o s s i b l e  c o s t f b e n e f i t  r a t i o  t h a t  could  b e  ex- 
pec t ed .  The r a t e  of  r e t u r n  from c u r r e n t  and a d d i t i o n a l  inves tments  i n  
p roduc t i on  a g r i c u l t u r e  r e s e a r c h  f o r  a p p l e s  is  e s t i m a t e d  t o  b e  36 pe rcen t  
whereas t h e  o v e r a l l  ave r age  r a t e  i n  t h e  economy of t h e  United S t a t e s  is  
1 5  p e r c e n t .  The r e t u r n s  from r e s e a r c h  expressed  a s  d o l l a r s  wherever 
p o s s i b l e  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  t h e  p rog re s s  r e p o r t  on t h e  CRIS 
forms.  These f i g u r e s  a r e  combined and perhaps  may i n f l u e n c e  OMB i n  t h e i r  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  
It may be  t ime t o  spend more e f f o r t  w i t h  s t a t e  l e g i s l a t o r s  t o  i n -  
c r e a s e  r e s e a r c h  funds  f o r  a g r i c u l t u r e .  A few states have had some s u c c e s s  
r e c e n t l y  i n  s p i t e  of  t h e  tremendous compe t i t i on  f o r  t a x  d o l l a r s .  E n l i s t  
t h e  a i d  of urban  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  Most r e a sonab l e  people  w i l l  respond 
f avo rab ly  t o  a  we l l - p r e sen t ed ,  f a c t u a l  and l o g i c a l  p roposa l  t h a t  i n -  
vo lve s  food commodit ies,  a  d a i l y  n e c e s s i t y .  We a r e  going t o  need t h e  
suppo r t  of  t h e  urban  group f o r  any g a i n s  i n  r e s e a r c h  fund ing  f o r  t h e  
f u t u r e .  I n  p r o j e c t  p roposa l s  and p rog re s s  r e p o r t s  u l t i m a t e  b e n e f i t s  t o  
t h e  consumers must be  prominent ly  de f i ned .  
Another s o u r c e  of  funding ,  which a t  VPI & SU is  of  g r e a t  impor tance  
s i n c e  n e a r l y  one - th i rd  of  t h e  Co l l ege  of A g r i c u l t u r e  and L i f e  Sc i ences '  
o p e r a t i n g  budget  is  gene ra t ed  from t h i s  sou rce ,  a r e  g r a n t s .  Many of you 
have  l e a r n e d  t h a t  you must expec t  many r e j e c t i o n s  f o r  each succe s s  and 
t h a t  you must keep  s u b m i t t i n g  p roposa l s .  A g r a n t  t o  b e  t r u l y  b e n e f i c i a l  
must supplement your  ongoing r e s e a r c h  program. An e f f o r t  t o  i d e n t i f y  and 
t a l k  t o  t h e  g r a n t s  program a d m i n i s t r a t o r  w i l l  b e  t ime w e l l  s p e n t .  Formu- 
l a t e  c r i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  i n  advance,  be  t enac ious  and o b t a i n  your  answers 
b u t  remember t h e s e  a r e  ve ry  busy people .  Enlarge  your  v i s i o n  i n  your  
grantsmanship  e f f o r t .  Develop c o o p e r a t i v e  p roposa l s  whenever p o s s i b l e  a s  
i t  should  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  p roposa l  f o r  a l l  concerned.  Again l e t  me remind 
you t o  keep  t h e  u l t i m a t e  consumer goa l  i n  mind and t h e  d o l l a r  b e n e f i t  of  
t h e  r e s e a r c h  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  i t s  c o s t .  
I n  summary we seem t o  b e  i n  a  c r i s i s  i n  funding  a g r i c u l t u r e  r e s e a r c h .  
W e  seem t o  be  d e a l i n g  w i t h  a  p u b l i c  who t ake s  t h e i r  "food and f i b e r "  
b l e s s i n g s  f o r  g r an t ed .  We have made some p rog re s s  i n  Congress,  e .g. ,  t h e  
Na t i ona l  A g r i c u l t u r e  Research ,  Ex t ens ion  and Teaching Po l i cy  Act of  1977, 
which emphasizes r e s e a r c h  needs .  We must ma in t a in  our  i n t e g r i t y  and 
o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  keep  a c t i v e  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  p roce s se s  and when e v e n t s  
occu r  t h a t  s h i f t  t h e  t i d e s  even t h e  l e a s t  b i t  i n  o u r  f avo r  we w i l l  b e  
ready  t o  a c t  a s  a  group and ach i eve  a  b e t t e r  response  f o r  ou r  r e q u e s t s  f o r  
i n c r e a s e d  r e s e a r c h  funding .  
